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THE ANTILLEAN PROBLEM IN FLORIDA
ARCHEOLOGY
by JOHN W. GRIFFIN
Almost since the beginning of archeological
studies in Florida the problem of aboriginal relations between Florida and the Antilles has concerned investigators. Many similarities, both archeological and ethnological, between the two areas
have been noted. It shall be the purpose of this
paper to discuss several aspects of the problem.
There seems to be little doubt that the islands of
the Antillean chain were populated from the south
-from mainland South America. At the time of
discovery by Columbus the Island Arawak inhabited, roughly, the Greater Antilles, while the warlike Island Carib inhabited, roughly, the Lesser
Antilles. The Carib represented a later push from
the mainland, which at the time of discovery was
still expanding at the expense of the Arawak.
These are the basic facts, but how are we to explain the similarities of aboriginal culture in the
Antilles and the southeastern United States? (The
problem of relations between Florida and the Antilles is merely a part of the larger problem of Antillean-Southeastern relations, and will be so considered in this paper.) The most obvious explanation is that there was cultural contact between the
areas, and this has frequently been claimed. That
some contact did occur we cannot deny, but that it
was of the magnitude necessary to explain all of the
similarities is not so certain.
Pottery was one of the traits first used to show
Antillean-Southeastern relations, but subsequent research has thrown some interesting light on the sub-
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ject. Goggin (1939 and 1940) 1 has recently given
us several papers on the ceramics of the southern
part of Florida. He finds two pottery wares: one
is generally unornamented but occasionally has an
incised feathered design, the other is either plain
surfaced or ornamented with the check stamp so
familiar in Florida. In the area closest to the Antilles we do not find examples of the more or less
elaborate Antillean wares. On the other hand the
check stamp treatment is found nowhere in the
Antilles. This type of ornamentation, which begins
very early in the Southeast and continues into historic times, is particularly prevalent in Florida. In
two shell heaps in Volusia county the present author
found that approximately sixty-five percent of the
sherds were check-stamped; the remainder were
plain. The absence of the technique of cheek stamped ornamentation in the Antilles forms a rather
impressive bit of negative evidence, whatever negative evidence may be worth.
Approaching the problem now from the Antillean
side, we find that Rouse (1940) has formulated four
pottery types for the Antilles. While he feels that
there are similarities between two of these types
and wares in the Southeast he admits that the major
drawback lies in the fact that examples of these
types, as defined, are not forthcoming from the
Southeast. Thus we see no truly Antillean types in
the Southeast.
Looking at the pottery from both sides of the
Straits of Florida we find nothing more than vague
similarities upon which to claim relationship. Such
data cannot be considered as conclusive of cultural
contact.
Are these vague similarities due, then, to inde1. Dates in parentheses refer to publications listed in the
selected bibliography at the end of this paper.
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pendent invention in the two regions? Not necessarily. If we assume that culture spread from a
Middle American, or even South American, source
around the Caribbean sea and the Gulf of Mexico
we may find an alternative hypothesis to that of
direct relations between the Antilles and the Southeast. In this case the cultures of both areas might
be basically derived from the same region, but have
reached the areas by widely divergent routes. This
is fundamentally what Stirling says :
Similarities which exist seem more likely to
be due to an early common Middle American
impulse which spread in opposite directions
around the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean,
the extremities of which are to be found in
Florida and the Greater Antilles. 2
Certain other evidences tend to support this
thesis. Urn burial has frequently been adduced as
a trait indicative of relationship between the Antilles and the Southeast. Even were we to break
up the Southeast by states the distribution would
seem continuous throughout the Southeast, Florida,
the Antilles, and northeastern South America. Significantly enough however, so far as I am aware, no
urn burials have ever been found in the long tongue
of peninsular Florida, and thus the continuous distribution on paper is more apparent than real.
Again taking the circum-Caribbean view, we find
urn burial in Middle America. Future research may
disclose a continuous circum-Caribbean distribution,
with the exception of peninsular Florida.
The blowgun appears both in the Southeast and
in northern South America, and is frequently assumed to be indicative of relationship. It is speci2. Stirling, 1936, p. 357.
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fically denied for the Antilles (Krieger, 1935), and is
confined to the extreme northwest of Florida. It
stretches in a continuous distribution from the
Amazon-Orinoco region, through Central America,
and up to about twenty-three degrees in Mexico.
Thus while there is a discontinuity of perhaps 700
miles between the Southeastern and Mexican areas
in which it is found, there is a discontinuity of
roughly 2400 miles between the Southeast and South
America, via the Antilles. Here we may have another trait which spread in both directions, but penetrated neither the Antilles nor peninsular Florida.
Head deformation has an essentially circumCaribbean distribution, and this may be significant,
although it would be more satisfactory if the specific
type of head deformation was studied. In Florida,
the Southeast, and Middle America the head deformation was of the fronto-occipital type, whereas
in the Antilles only the forehead was flattened.
Although maize was present in the Antilles, it
was subsidiary to manioc in the economy. The
presence of maize in the islands does not prove
northern affiliations for it could have as readily
been derived from South America, from whence the
manioc was most certainly derived. The absence
of manioc in Florida is more significant than the
presence of maize in the Antilles. We might have
expected this crop to spread northward had Antillean contacts been of any intensity. It is true
that the techniques used by the extinct Calusa in
the preparation of coonti root are similar to techniques used in the preparation of manioc. If this
is evidence of Antillean contact its impact did not
reach very far north.
Assuming the path of diffusion which has been
outlined, many other traits which have caused comment in some quarters absolve themselves readily.
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Labrets, fish-poisoning, the dugout canoe, human
sacrifice, clans and matrilineal descent, burial
mounds, and others fall nicely into a circum-Caribbean theory. That this theory is correct will not
be claimed here; it is merely a suggested alternative
to the more immediately discernable thesis of direct
contact between the Antilles and the Southeast via
Florida. A highly detailed study is necessary before any such far-reaching conclusions can be drawn.
A comparative study of the type deemed necessary must consider more than the sheer geographical distribution of traits. The time element must
be kept constantly in mind. Insofar as possible cultures must be considered in their entirety in their
time, space, and functional contexts. This is to say
that while the comparisons of isolated traits torn
out of context may be suggestive they can never
be conclusive.
Neither must we forget the possibility of independent invention. No one today is such an arch
diffusionist as to deny outright the possibility of
similar objects and institutions being developed
without actual cultural contact. Of course the more
simple the invention, and the greater the similarity
of need and environment, the stronger is the possibility of an invention being twice made. Such
simple traits as the shell bowl, the palisaded village,
shell beads, thatched houses, and the like need not
necessarily indicate cultural connections.
Thus, to my mind, Stone (1939) could have adduced stronger evidences of Middle AmericanFloridian relations than shell celts, conch shell
trumpets, and busycon perversa shell cups. Although shell celts are replaced by those of stone
farther north, conch shell trumpets and busycon
perversa shell cups are found practically throughout the Mississippi valley. Shell trumpets occur in
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the Southwest. I see no need for explaining the
presence of these types in Florida by means of
contacts with Middle America via the Antilles, as
Stone does. Even should we admit that there is
a relationship between these Floridian objects and
those from Central America, which I do not believe
is necessarily true, we might still derive them from
around the Gulf rather than over it by way of the
islands.
It is the opinion of the present author that the
burden of proof still rests with those who would
advocate close and significant relationships between
the aboriginal cultures of the Antilles and those
of Florida.
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